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Starry Night: Astronomers and Poets Read the Sky,
by David H. Levy (Prometheus Books, New York,
2001), 203 pp., ISBN 1 57392 887 9, soft cover,
price US$18.00, 184 x 133 mm.

In astronomy the night sky is treated as a
subject for dispassionate inquiry. A more universal
response, long articulated by artists, and in particular
poets, is awe and wonder at the spectacle of the
heavens. This artistic response is the subject of
Starry Night. The author's basic thesis is that the
scientific and poetic responses spring from the same
underlying creative impulse and are but opposite
sides of the same coin. This attitude is perhaps not
the usual one, but surely has much to commend it.

Probably wisely, the author largely restricts
himself to quoting and discussing poetry written in
English. There is a brief mention of astronomical
references in the Bible and Chaucer (who, in addition
to his better-known works also wrote A treatise on
the Astrolable), though most of the material dates
from Elizabethan times or later. The astronomical
allusions in the works of Shakespeare, Tennyson, and
Gerard Manley Hopkins are covered in particular
depth, as are the astronomical paintings of Van Goth.

Starry Night is not primarily a book on the
history of astronomy, though inevitably it contains
quite a bit of historical material. It is written for the
general reader and the style might not be to the taste
of some. There is the occasional blunder (Messier
did not catalogue comets, as the author, of all people,
well knows), but these do not seriously detract from
the whole. The author needs little introduction: he is
well known as a comet-hunter and was the co-
discoverer, with the Shoemakers, of comet
Shoemaker-Levy 9 which impacted Jupiter in 1994.
The book is a complete revision and expansion of his
earlier More Things in Heaven and Earth and the
chapter on Gerard Manley Hopkins is adapted from
his Thesis.

Some of the poems discussed are well-known,
others less so, but part of the book's charm is the
opportunity it offers to revisit old friends and make
new ones (I've known the couplet: 'Two men looked
out through the prison bars / one saw mud, the other
stars' since I was a student, but now I've finally
learnt its attribution). Other old favourites are
absent, but any collection is necessarily personal and
selective. The book is an easy read and thoroughly
enjoyable. It makes a refreshing change from the
technical minutiae of professional astronomy and can
be recommended as an introduction to poetry on an
astronomical theme.

Clive Davenhall

Historical Supernovae and their Remnants, by F.
Richard Stephenson & David A. Green (Oxford
Umniversity Press, Oxford, 2002), xiv + 252 pp., ISBN
0 19 850766 6, hard cover, £65.00, 240 x 160 mm.

Those of us with a passion for radio astronomy have
a special place in our hearts for the discrete source,

~ Taurus-A. One of the first 'radio stars' to be

discovered, this was soon associated with the Crab
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Nebula. Later it assumed even more importance
when a pulsar was discovered near the centre of the
radio source, and optical and X-ray correlates were
subsequently detected. But what makes Taurus-A
particularly remarkable is its association with the
supernova explosion of AD 1054 that was described
in some detail by Chinese and Japanese astronomers.
This is one of a mere handful of recorded historic
supernovae (Sne).

Stephenson and Green discuss these and other
possible historic SNe in their book, Historical
Supernovae and their Remnants, recently released by
Oxford University Press. No simple reincarnation of
Clark and Stephenson's The Historic Supernovae
(1977), this new volume presents additional
historical material, and Green has been able to
assimilate a wealth of new radio data accumulated
over the ensuing quarter-century.

The new book begins with introductory
chapters on the historical records and the nature of
supernovae, supernova remnants and pulsars,
followed by a discussion of whether Flamsteed
observed a SN in AD 1680 that is associated with the
strong radio source Cas-A, before launching into
detailed accounts of the SNe of AD 1604, 1572, 1181,
1054, and 1006. Then follow chapters on possible
pre-AD 1000 SNe, reported 'new stars' or 'guest stars'
which were not SNe, and '"Future prospects".
Closing out the book are is a glossary of Chinese
astronomical terms, a few pages on modern
astronomical terminology, a summary of the SNRs in
Green's electronic catalogue
(www.mrao.cam.ac.uk/surveys/snrs) and thirteen
pages of references for those wishing to pursue this
topic in more depth. In a little over 250 pages,
Stephenson and Green provide a fascinating mix of
historic astronomy and modern astrophysics, and
show how historical data can be used to address
contemporary astronomical issues.

Historical Supernovae and their Remnants is a
tour-de-force, and like the Clark and Stephenson
predecessor will long remain the standard work in
this field. The fascinating interweave of historical,
optical, X-ray, and radio data makes for entertaining
reading, and the book is well illustrated and is
supplied with a useful Index. Despite the high price,
this book should be essential reading for all those
with an interest in SNe, SNRs, pulsars, Oriental
astronomy, or the basics of 'Applied Historical
Astronomy'.

Wayne Orchiston

100 Years of Observational Astronomy and
Astrophysics. Homage to Miklos Konkoly Thege,
edited by Christiaan Sterken & John B. Hearnshaw
(Vrije Universiteit, Brussels, 2001), xii + 268,
paperback, ISBN 90 80553832,€35.00 &
US$30.00, 240 x 155 mm.

This volume derives from a 3-day workshop that was
held at Tihany, Hungary, in 1999 August, the second
in a series "... dedicated to the rise of observational
astrophysics in the nineteenth and early twentieth
century ..." This particular workshop coincided with
the centenary of the Konkoly Observatory, Hungary's
national observatory.

Konkoly Observatory's origins can be traced
back to the talented and well-endowed amateur
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astronomer, Miklos Konkoly Thege, and in the
lengthy first section of this book ('Astrophysics in
Hungary') Baldzs documents Konkoly's pioneering
observational efforts, the emphasis on variable star
photometry after his observatory was taken over by
the state in 1899, and later forays into solar and
minor planet astronomy. Magda Vargha, Librarian at
the Konkoly Observatory from 1965 to 1999 and to
whom these Proceedings are dedicated, provides a
thought-provoking  chapter = comparing  and
contrasting the lives and astronomical achievements
of Konkoly and America's Simon Newcomb, "... two
great contemporaries of late nineteenth century
astronomy ...". This is followed by Wolfschmidt's
masterly review of Konkoly's instrumentation,
research programmes and his prowess as an organiser
of science. Sterken and Zsoldos then provide two
short chapters in which they examine -early
colorimetry at the Konkoly Observatory and
Schwab's variable star observations; Illés-Almar
discusses possible SL9-like impact features on
nineteenth century Jovian drawings by two other
Hungarian astronomers; and in a little over three
pages Patkos rounds out Part I by briefly examining
Konkoly's success in international networking, and
commenting on international co-operation in variable
star astronomy today. With unbridled optimism, he
concludes that "Using the different large data bases
now emerging, talented people will find way to make
high-level scientific work in the next hundred years
of the Konkoly Observatory too." (page 88).

Part II, with four chapters, provides an
international perspective by discussing the parallel
rise of astrophysics in France, South Africa, and
Japan. Takeuti's chapter on Japanese astronomy
around 1899 provides a fascinating exposé of the
ways in which an Asian nation went about replacing
the old traditional system with the 'new astronomy'
introduced by the West, while Caplan's account of
the Marseilles Observatory highlights the successive
achievements and lost opportunities experienced by
Stephan, Bourget, and their collaborators between
1860 and 1920. But personally, as a denizen of the
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Southern Hemisphere 1 was captivated by Laney's
account of the first century at the Royal Observatory,
Cape of Good Hope, and its interesting evolution
from positional astronomy to astrophysics under the
inspired directorship of Sir David Gill.

In the third Part of this book ("Observational
Techniques'), Hearnshaw and Staubermann provide a
useful observational context for the work at the
Konkoly Observatory by describing major worldwide
trends in photographic stellar photometry and early
astrophotometry, respectively, while in the single
chapter representing Part IV, Schnell presents a
succession of fascinating thumbnail accounts of the
contributions to international astrophysics made by
twelve different well-known women astronomers.
One of these is that famous chronicler of early
astrophysics, Agnes Mary Clerke, who has recently
been the subject of a separate detailed study (see
Bruck, 2002).

The final section of this book (Part V.
Interpretations of Early Observational Data) contains
two chapters. A long paper by Duerbeck and Seitter
reviewing progress in theoretical and observational
cosmology during the first half of the twentieth
century, with emphasis on the work of Einstein, de
Sitter, Friedman, and Lemaitre, is followed by
Brosche's 3-page "A footnote on the prehistory of
interpretation of stellar colours".

All in all, this reasonably-priced book offers an
interesting mix of papers, providing as it does an
overview of early astrophysics and observational
developments in Hungary and other countries. The
chapters are well written and well referenced, and
most are well illustrated. I recommend this book to
anyone with an interest in the history of astrophysics,
or the development of astronomy in Hungary.

Wayne Orchiston
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